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Bloomfield’s ‘‘Linguistics as a Science’’ (1930/1970), Language (1933/1961), and ‘‘Language or
Ideas?’’ (1936a/1970), and Skinner’s Verbal Behavior (1957) and Science and Human Behavior
(1953) were analyzed in regard to their respective perspectives on science and scientific method,
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found. In particular both asserted that (a) the study of language must be carried out through the
methods of science; (b) the main function of language is to produce practical effects on the world
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the analysis of behavior. Bloomfield’s linguistics and Skinner’s functional analysis of verbal
behavior are complementary approaches to language.

Key words: verbal behavior, Bloomfield’s and Skinner’s analyses of language, interdisciplin-
ary approach to verbal behavior

Previous reports (Matos & Passos,
2004, 2006; Passos & Matos, 1998)
have pointed to the influence of
linguistic analyses (mainly the tech-
nique of writing, traditional grammar,
and structural linguistics1) on Skin-
ner’s Verbal Behavior (1957). Two of
these influences were Leonard Bloom-
field’s conceptions of the phoneme

and analogy. Other reports have also
pointed to the influence of Bloom-
field’s teaching on Skinner (see, e.g.,
Joseph, Love, & Taylor, 2001, p. 110;
McLeish & Martin, 1975; Passos,
2004, 2007), but the extent of this
influence has not yet been fully
evaluated. This paper examines more
extensively this influence by compar-
ing Bloomfield’s and Skinner’s for-
mulations on the following topics: (a)
the conception of science and of
scientific method, (b) the act of speech
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1 Structural linguistics is the main trend in
linguistics since the beginning of the 20th
century (Lyons, 1981, pp. 218ff; Robins, 1997,
p. 225). It conceives of a language as a struc-
ture, a systematic arrangement of units
(certain combinations between them occur,
while others do not occur) at the lexical,
phonological, morphological, and syntactic
levels. The units of the language are defined
not by considering each one by itself, but by
the relations that each one has with the others
and by the differences between them. The
linguist identifies and describes the units of the
languages and the combinations in which they
occur (Benveniste, 1971, pp. 79ff; Robins,
1988, p. 480, 1997, pp. 224–225). In a more
restricted sense, not the one used in this paper,
structural linguistics refers just to the linguis-
tics of Bloomfield and his followers (Lepschy,
1982, p. 110; Robins, 1997, p. 239).

The Behavior Analyst 2007, 30, 133–151 No. 2 (Fall)

133



or verbal episode, (c) meaning, and (d)
subject matter. In the evaluation of
possible influences, we look especially
at four of the major characteristics of
Skinner’s thinking: (a) verbal behav-
ior as mediated by a listener to be
effective on the physical world; (b) the
physicalist, as opposed to mentalistic,
conception of verbal behavior and
meaning; (c) the functional analysis of
verbal behavior, with environmental
events as the ultimate determinants of
verbal behavior; and (d) verbal be-
havior as operant behavior main-
tained by its consequences.

The following works were exam-
ined: for Skinner, Verbal Behavior
(1957), his most important work on
the issue of verbal behavior, and
Science and Human Behavior (1953);
for Bloomfield, the works we found
cited by Skinner, namely ‘‘Linguistics
as a Science’’ (1930/1970), Lan-
guage (1933/1961), and ‘‘Language or
Ideas?’’ (1936a/1970). (Although Skin-
ner did not cite Bloomfield in Verbal
Behavior, he did so in Contingencies
of Reinforcement, 1969, p. 11, in his
autobiography, 1979, pp. 150, 281–
282, and in a paper by Epstein,
Lanza, & Skinner, 1980.)

LEONARD BLOOMFIELD

Leonard Bloomfield (1887–1949)
was a major influence in the shift of
linguistics from the historical and
comparative study of languages prev-
alent during the 19th century to the
description of the structure of lan-
guages in the 20th century. He defined
himself as a behaviorist. His work at
Ohio University, from 1921 to 1927,
put him in close touch with the
behaviorist A. P. Weiss (1879–1931),
and they greatly influenced each other
(Hall, 1990, pp. 23–26). In addition
to his intimate knowledge of Weiss’
work, whom he deeply admired and
frequently cited (Bloomfield, 1930/
1970, 1931/1970, 1932/1970, 1933/1961,
pp. 512, 515, 1935/1970, 1936a/1970,
1936b/1970, 1942b/1970, 1944/1970),
he was also aware of some of

Pavlov’s, Watson’s, and Meyer’s
writings (Bloomfield, 1932/1970;
1936a/1970).

Coseriu (1986) considers Bloom-
field ‘‘un lingüista ‘euro-americano’
conocedor de toda la tradición eur-
opea y americana … [en quien] con-
fluyen todas las fuentes del estructur-
alismo’’ (‘‘a ‘Euro-American’ linguist
with expertise in all the European and
American tradition … [in whom] flows
together all the sources of structural-
ism’’) (p. 149). To Bloomfield, more
than to any other of his contempor-
aries, linguistics owes a certain and
explicit methodological orientation:
He ‘‘was the first to demonstrate the
possibility and to exemplify the means
of a unified scientific approach to all
aspects of linguistic analysis: phone-
mic, morphological, syntactical; syn-
chronic and diachronic’’ (Hall, 1950/
1970, p. 549).

Bloomfield’s contributions were so-
phisticated and varied. With ample
knowledge of the Germanic, Indic,
Slavic, and Greek linguistic groups
(Bloch, 1949/1970), he made clearly
explicit theoretical principles of the
study of the Indo-European group
of languages, in addition to relating
these comparative studies to the
plan of general linguistics (Lehmann,
1987). In the field of non-Indo-Euro-
pean languages, his excellent work
(Fought, 1999a; Wolff, 1987) on
Tagalog in 1917 was the first complete
structural description of a language
made in American linguistics (Hall,
1990, p. 17). He applied the methods
of historical and comparative linguis-
tics to the non-Indo-European Algon-
quian2 languages, becoming a refer-
ence for later studies of these
languages (Goddard, 1987) and allow-
ing the questioning of the presumed
superiority of Indo-European lan-
guages by demonstrating that the
same mechanisms of regular phonetic
change already established for them

2 Algonquian comprises several Indian lan-
guages from Canada and the United States
(Bloomfield, 1933/1961, p. 72).
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were also verified in the indigenous
languages of America (Bloomfield,
1919b/1987; Fought, 1999a).

Conceiving of mathematics as hav-
ing an eminently linguistic nature,3 he
illuminated its linguistic foundations
by analyzing its discourse as a corpus,
as any other set of linguistic data (e.g.,
a set of texts from a language) (Bloom-
field, 1935/1970, 1936b/1970, 1937/
1970, 1942b/1970; Hockett, 1970a,
1999). According to Tomalin (2004),
his linguistic interest in mathematics
evolved from his knowledge of con-
temporaneous branches of mathemat-
ics and the debate over the founda-
tions of this discipline among leading
mathematicians, which reveals Bloom-
field’s wide intellectual scope.

He formulated theoretical and
methodological principles based on
structural linguistics for the teaching
of foreign languages (Bloomfield,
1942, 1945/1970) and didactic material
specifically for the teaching of Russian
and Dutch (Cowan, 1987). He offered
what was probably the first systematic,
detailed, and complete application of
structural linguistics to the teaching of
reading, combining the analysis of the
relations between alphabetical writing
and speech with the knowledge of the
structure of languages in general and
of the English language in particular.
He specified principles to be followed
in the teaching of reading for alpha-
betical writing regardless of the lan-
guage, and applied them in a program
for English, with ordered lessons, from
the first words through full texts

(Bloomfield, 1942a/1970; Bloomfield
& Barnhart, 19614). Behavior-analytic
research on the teaching of reading
would greatly benefit from the study
of this material (Matos & Passos,
2006).

His textbook Language (1933/1961)
treats, among others, the following
subjects: history of linguistic studies
since antiquity; a physicalist and
behaviorist conception of language;
speech communities and the various
languages and families of languages;
descriptive and synchronic linguistics
(phonology, meaning, lexicon, and
grammar, with syntax and morphol-
ogy); systems of writing and the role
of written records in linguistic in-
quiries; historical and comparative
linguistics; dialectology; and practical
applications of linguistic knowledge.
Since its publication, the book has
been celebrated for the extent and
importance of the areas of linguistic
knowledge covered, for always pre-
senting the best available information
in each of these areas, and for the
clarity and order of its exposition
(Bolling, 1935/1970; Edgerton, 1933/
1970; Kroesch, 1933/1970; Sturte-
vant, 1934/1970). It continues to be
evaluated as an important reference
in linguistic studies (Hockett, 1984,
1999; Lepschy, 1982, pp. 84–85). Co-
seriu (1986) considers the book as
important for linguistics as the Cours
de Linguistique Générale by de Saus-
sure. He stated that Language

es—por su equilibrio, por su coherencia, por
la vastedad y seguridad de la información en
que se funda, por la multitud de problemas
que toca—el mejor y el más completo tratado
de lingüı́stica general que se haya jamás escrito
(esto, independientemente de cómo se juzgue
la postura teórica de su autor). (is—by its
balance, its coherence, the vastness and
soundness of the information on which it is
based, by the multitude of problems it
touches—the best and most complete treatise
of general linguistics which has been written
ever [this, independently of how the theoret-
ical position of its author is judged]). (p. 149)

Language influenced linguistics deeply
and lastingly (Robins, 1997, pp. 237–

3 According to Weiss (1929), ‘‘The concep-
tion of mathematics as an ideal language
should be credited to Professor Leonard
Bloomfield’’ (p. 14).

4 This work (Bloomfield, 1961), written
during the 1930s, was published only in
1961, after its author’s death, in the book
Let’s Read. The circulation of the manuscript
among linguists influenced the elaboration of
other works dedicated to the teaching of
reading as Improving Your Reading in 1943
by Henry L. Smith, Jr. (1963) and Linguistics
and Reading (1962) by Charles C. Fries.
Bloomfield’s system was tested, successfully,
during the 1940s (Barnhart, 1961).
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238). Until the beginning of the 1960s
(Koerner, 2003), American linguists
followed predominantly a Bloomfield-
ian orientation, particularly in respect
to the methods and techniques of
description. Although since the 1960s
a good part of linguistics has adopted
a predominantly Chomskyan perspec-
tive5 (Robins, 1997, p. 260), many
linguistsremainedinfluencedbyBloom-
field (Murray, 1991/1999), and some
of them consider his works to be
a more valuable source of linguistic
knowledge than the ones of any of
his successors:

Bloomfield’s descriptive linguistics and the
system of elements and categories that ex-
pressed it had been broken up within his own
lifetime by his heirs. Each adopted different
subsets of its elements and quietly rejected the
rest, while continuing to invoke Bloomfield’s
name in their works. I have come to believe,
however, that it was Bloomfield, not his heirs,
who saw farther and more clearly. (Fought,
1999b, pp. 328–329)

BLOOMFIELD’S LANGUAGE
AND SKINNER’S

VERBAL BEHAVIOR

Bloomfield’s Conception of Science
and Scientific Method

Bloomfield’s conception of science
and of the scientific method shaped
his approach to linguistic matters.
According to him, physics and bi-
ology obtained scientific control over
the phenomena that they study be-
cause they abandoned teleological
pseudoexplanations, the circular rea-
soning according to which ‘‘things
happen because there is a tendency
for them to happen’’ (Bloomfield,
1930/1970). Unfortunately, the same
did not happen to the human
sciences: ‘‘In our universe man him-
self is the one factor of which we have
no scientific understanding and over

which we have no scientific control’’
(pp. 227–228). Teleology is widely
used in explanations of human ac-
tions: A person acted in some way
because the person wanted to, or
chose to, or had a tendency to.
Teleological explanations of human
actions are rooted in dualistic con-
ceptions of humans. They assume
a mental parallel to the body, a non-
physical entity such as a mind or
a will (1930/1970). Auspiciously, the
monist conception, which speaks in
terms compatible with physics and
biology, was taking steps in several
disciplines dedicated to the study of
language, including linguistics and
part of psychology. Bloomfield (1933/
1961) identifies two trends in psy-
chology, the dualist–mentalistic and
the monist–materialist or mechanis-
tic:

The mentalistic theory … supposes that the
variability of human conduct is due to the
interference of some non-physical factor,
a spirit or will or mind … present in every
human being. This spirit … is entirely different
from material things and accordingly follows
some other kind of causation or perhaps none
at all. (p. 32)

The materialistic (or, better, mechanistic)
theory supposes that the variability of human
conduct, including speech, is due only to the
fact that the human body is a very complex
system. Human actions … are part of cause-
and-effect sequences exactly like those … in
the study of physics or chemistry. (p 33)

Bloomfield’s embracing of this mate-
rialistic theory was the core of his
Presidential Address in 1935 to the
Linguistic Society of America, which
appeared (Hockett, 1970b) in written
form as ‘‘Language or Ideas?’’ (1936a/
1970) and is one of Bloomfield’s works
referred to by Skinner (1979, pp. 281–
282). As stated by Bloomfield, a path
different from the one trod by linguists
and behaviorists led the Vienna Circle
philosophers to the analogous thesis of
physicalism. According to physical-
ism, scientific statements must be able
to be translated into physical terms, in
movements that can be observed and
described in coordinates of space and

5 Although very different from Bloomfield’s,
Chomsky’s linguistics also has its roots in
Bloomfield’s linguistics, as was pointed out
incisively by some historians of linguistics (see,
e.g., Fought, 1999b; Koerner, 2003; Lopes,
1997, p. 267; Matthews, 1986).
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time. According to Bloomfield, other
branches of science independently
achieved the physicalist perspective,
as did Pavlov’s physiology. In Bloom-
field’s evaluation, the Vienna Circle
and the behaviorists took an advanced
position, with consequences for the
study of language, by considering false
the question of the relation between
matter and mind: In scientific formu-
lations, mentalistic terms refer to
linguistic events, not to a supposed
mentalistic entity. Mentalistic state-
ments subjected to linguistic analysis
will be revealed to be statements about
language.

The mechanistic perspective of
human action pervades the methods
of the linguist, who is expected to
observe and register carefully the
facts of speech and the situations in
which they happen, without resorting
to that which cannot be observed
(1933/1961, p. 38). Because linguistics
is an autonomous scientific discipline,
the observations must be free from
prejudices and independent from phil-
osophical, psychological, and com-
monsense assumptions (1933/1961,
pp. vii–viii, 1, 17, 21–22). Linguistic
investigations ‘‘will be the ground
where science gains its first foothold
in the understanding and control of
human affairs’’ (1930/1970, p. 230).
The difference that language, ‘‘a high-
ly specialized and unstable biological
complex’’ (p. 229), establishes between
humans and the rest of life had
forbidden the explanation of human
actions in terms of biology, and
a scientific explanation of language
is a necessary step in this direction.6

The linguist studies human speech
through the observation of big
groups, from which it is possible to
extract regularity, because ‘‘in no
other respect are the activities of
a group as rigidly standardized as in

the forms of language’’ (1933/1961,
p. 37). The linguist observes, regis-
ters, and studies the forms (pp. 37–
38). Systematic observation and de-
scription of a great number of lan-
guages will allow, through inductive
generalization, theoretical formula-
tions of general grammar7 (p. 20).
The importance of observation and
detailed description of linguistic
forms is reiterated by Bloomfield
(pp. 3, 12, 17, 19–20, 22) and forms
the basis of his admiration of Pāni-
ni’s8 grammar of Sanskrit, which is
revealing of his conceptions of sci-
ence:

This grammar … is one of the greatest
monuments of human intelligence. It de-
scribes, with the minutest detail, every in-
flection, derivation, and composition, and
every syntactic usage of its author’s speech.
… The Indian grammar presented to Europe-
an eyes, for the first time, a complete and
accurate description of a language, based not
upon theory but upon observation. (p. 11)

Skinner’s Conception of Science and
Scientific Method

According to Skinner (1953, pp. 4–
5, 13–14, 1957, p. 459), in natural
sciences the assumption of determin-
ism and its possibilities of manipula-
tion and control allowed humans to
have great power over the natural
world. ‘‘Unique in showing a cumu-
lative progress’’ (1953, p. 11), science,

6 According to Bloomfield (1930/1970, 1931/
1970), this hypothesis comes from Weiss, the
first to understand the meaning of language,
in the sense of substituting mentalistic expla-
nations of human behavior by explanations
based on language.

7 General grammar studies what is common
to all languages (Auroux, 1992, p. 88), and
includes basic issues such as ‘‘how language
works, where it came from, how it relates to
other aspects of human conduct’’ (Hockett,
1984, p. x). It refers to the universal applica-
bility of linguistic theory and method to the
study of languages, seen from theoretical,
descriptive, and comparative perspectives
(Crystal, 1980, p. 159).

8 Pānini (circa 6th century B.C., India)
(Rogers, 1987) was the author of the most
ancient scientific work written in any Indo-
European language (Robins, 1997, p. 178), the
most ancient grammar of Sanskrit that
reached us (Bloomfield, 1933/1961, pp. 10–
11). As early as 1919 (1919a, p. 41) Bloomfield
refers to Pānini as his model for linguistic
description.
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taking human behavior as a subject
matter, will allow humans to make
a better use of the knowledge already
gained over other objects (1953, p. 5,
1957, pp. 459–460). The adoption of
the methods of natural sciences by
human and social sciences presup-
poses the acceptance of determinism,
the belief that events are regularly
related (1953, pp. 6–8), as ‘‘a working
assumption which must be adopted
at the very start’’ (p. 6). The identi-
fication of regular relations will allow
one to predict and control phenom-
ena, that is, to produce them by
manipulating the antecedent events
regularly related. Verbal Behavior, by
specifying the determinants of each
type of verbal operant, represents
Skinner’s full statement that verbal
behavior is also determined (1957,
pp. 175, 228).

Scientific knowledge draws general
rules from the observation of isolated
facts. These general rules, scientific
laws, later become organized in wider
arrangements (Skinner, 1953, pp. 13–
14, 18–19). A functional relation, the
general rule or scientific law (p. 35),
is the modern version of the old
cause-and-effect relation (p. 23). In
the case of psychology, it consists of
one or more independent variables,
located outside the organism (pp. 31,
35), whose variation results regularly
in the variation of the dependent
variable that represents the subject
matter, the probability of occurrence
of the behavior of the individual
organism (pp. 19, 32). Although phe-
nomena that occur inside the organ-
ism, studied by neurology and phys-
iology, do mediate the relations
between behavior and environment,
a science of behavior searches for
regular relations between them and is
independent from both neurology
and physiology (pp. 28, 34–35, 281).

To be susceptible to measurement
and manipulation, the independent
variables functionally related to be-
havior must have physical (spatial-
temporal) dimensions, be located in
the external environment of the or-

ganism, and occur before the de-
pendent variable (1953, pp. 31, 35,
1957, pp. 462–463). The dependent
variable, the behavior itself, also has
physical dimensions and does not
have special properties that require
methods of investigation different
from scientific ones (1953, pp. 35–
36). These requirements can be called
Skinner’s physicalism, environmen-
talism, and antiteleologism (p. 51).
The scientist’s physicalist conception
of the world is omnipresent in Skin-
ner’s work. From the subject matter
(behavior) to its controlling variables
(stimuli or properties of stimuli),
including the private world (1957,
pp. 130ff), everything offers itself to
scientific inquiry through its physical
nature. Skinner’s environmentalism is
seen in his view that the variables of
which behavior is a function are
located in the organism’s immediate
environment and environmental his-
tory (1953, p. 31). Skinner stresses
that social sciences and psychology
started to turn to the external deter-
minants of action (1957, pp. 458–
459). His antiteleologism appears in
the concept that all independent
variables related to behavior are in
the history (immediate and remote) of
the organism, thus preceding the
dependent variable. Selection by con-
sequences is not a teleological expla-
nation of behavior, because the re-
inforcing consequence will strengthen
responses to be emitted after, not
before, it. The determinism encom-
passed in selection by consequences
has the same nature that we find in
natural selection and, in both cases, it
is not teleological (pp. 462–463).

Bloomfield’s and Skinner’s con-
ceptions of science and scientific
method are very similar. Both em-
phasize:

1. The unity of science (human
and social sciences must be like
natural science). Linguistics and psy-
chology, for Bloomfield, and psy-
chology, for Skinner, are sciences.

2. The necessity of scientific con-
trol over the objects created in
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human cultures to benefit society
with better uses of the power gained
through natural sciences.

3. The search by social sciences
and psychology for the determinants
of human actions in agents that are
external to behavior.

4. The independence of their re-
spective disciplines. Linguistics, for
Bloomfield, and psychology, for
Skinner, should not ask other dis-
ciplines for explanations of their
subject matter.

5. Physicalism as the necessary
form of discourse for any science
and the physicalist concept of the
subject matter of linguistics and
psychology.

6. The determinism that governs
human actions, including language.

7. The rejection of teleological
explanations of human action.

8. The inadequacy for science of
the dualistic conception of world as
well as of any kind of associated
mentalism.

9. Observation is prior to theoriz-
ing and has a central role in the
building of scientific knowledge.

10. The importance of inductive
methods.

Bloomfield’s Act of Speech

Bloomfield’s act of speech, already
mentioned by Skinner in 1934 (1979,
p. 150; see also Epstein et al., 1980),
illustrates the basic function of lan-
guage, which is to produce practical
effects in the world:

Suppose that Jack and Jill are walking down
a lane. Jill is hungry. She sees an apple in
a tree. She makes a noise with her larynx,
tongue, and lips. Jack vaults the fence, climbs
the tree, takes the apple, brings it to Jill, and
places it in her hand. Jill eats the apple. … the
incident consists of three parts, in order of
time:
A. Practical events preceding the act of speech.
B. Speech.
C. Practical events following the act of speech.
(Bloomfield, 1933/1961, pp. 22–23)

A is the speaker’s stimulus (S): the
stimuli arising from Jill’s hunger; the

light waves reflected by the apple that
reach her eyes; her sight of Jack; her
past interactions with him. B is
speech itself, the source of the lin-
guist’s data, integrated by the speak-
er’s reaction to S by means of speech,
the transmission through the air of
the sound waves produced by it, and
the listener’s reaction to the sound
waves that reach his ears (pp. 23–25).
C is related to both the listener—Jack
takes the apple and gives it to Jill—
and to the speaker, ‘‘in a very impor-
tant way: She gets the apple into her
grasp and eats it’’ (p. 23).

The speaker has two ways of
reacting to practical stimuli9:

SRR (practical reaction)
SRr (linguistic substitute reaction) (p. 25)

The listener can react to both prac-
tical and linguistic stimuli:

(practical stimulus) SRR
(linguistic substitute stimulus) sRR (p. 25)

The speaker’s substitute linguistic
reaction to a nonlinguistic stimulus
is complemented by the listener’s
practical reaction to a linguistic sub-
stitute stimulus:

SRr…….sRR (p. 26)

The term substitute is a reference to
the learned nature of the speaker’s
and listener’s reactions that involve
language. There is nothing special in
the mechanisms involved in the
speaker’s linguistic substitute reac-
tion or in the listener’s practical
reaction to linguistic stimuli. They
are ‘‘a phase of our general equip-
ment for responding to stimuli, be
they speech-sounds or others’’
(p. 32). Linguistic reactions are not
different, in nature, from practical

9 In this and the following diagrams, the
arrows symbolize the sequence of events,
property of the nervous system, in the body
of the speaker or the listener, and the dotted
lines, sound waves (Bloomfield, 1933/1961,
p. 26).
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reactions, but their advantage is that
‘‘Language enables one person to
make a reaction (R) when another
person has the stimulus (S)’’ (p. 24).

The S-R symbolism used by
Bloomfield, following the behavior-
ists of his time, carries an assumption
on the type of causality involved in
the determination of behavior, which
is thought to be a function of
antecedent stimuli. There is no place
in the model for stimuli that succeed
behavior, the ones called ‘‘conse-
quences’’ of behavior by Skinner. A
scientific model needs to represent all
the relevant aspects of the situation
under analysis. A comparison of both
the analyses made by Bloomfield of
the act of speech, one in common
language and the other symbolized in
the S-R model, shows that (a) the
specifications related to the speaker’s
stimulus and the listener’s practical
and linguistic stimuli are represented
in the model by S and s, and (b) the
double possibility of reaction by the
speaker to practical stimuli and the
listener’s reaction to practical and
linguistic stimuli are represented in
the model by R and r. The model
leaves without representation an ele-
ment of the analysis made in com-
mon language, which Bloomfield
himself calls very important: the
practical events that succeed acts of
speech in their effects on the speaker.
So, although Bloomfield used a Pav-
lovian paradigm, he expanded it by
adding a new component: conse-
quences (Stage C), which play an
important part in the act of speech.

Skinner’s Verbal Episode

The speech episode (Skinner, 1957,
p. 36) or verbal episode (p. 33) is
a paradigm of what happens in
verbal interactions. It identifies the
speaker’s and listener’s behavioral
events as well as the arrangement of
these events in a specific temporal
order (p. 36). In the example of
a mand, the speaker emits the verbal

behavior ‘‘bread, please.’’ The listen-
er offers the bread to the speaker,
who takes the bread and says ‘‘thank
you’’ to the listener, who finally
answers with ‘‘you’re welcome’’
(p. 37). This verbal episode is consti-
tuted by (a) the speaker’s depriva-
tion; (b) the nonverbal stimuli, main-
ly the two participants and the bread;
(c) the units of verbal behavior ‘‘bread,
please,’’ ‘‘thank you,’’ ‘‘you’re wel-
come’’; (d) the verbal stimuli that
result from these units of verbal
behavior; (e) the nonverbal behavior
of the listener of passing the bread.
The verbal responses ‘‘thank you’’ and
‘‘you’re welcome’’ are generalized re-
inforcers that maintain, first, the non-
verbal behavior of the listener of
reinforcing the mand and, second,
the speaker’s verbal behavior of pre-
senting this generalized reinforcer that
maintains the behavior of the listener.
In the listener’s behavior of passing the
bread, the reinforcer specified by the
mand, Skinner locates the conse-
quence that maintains verbal behavior
(p. 37).

There are many similarities be-
tween Bloomfield’s act of speech
and Skinner’s verbal episode:

1. Both are physicalist analyses of
a verbal interaction according to
elements relevant to a functional
analysis of behavior, comprising the
antecedents (deprivation and stimuli)
and the consequences (reinforcers
presented by a listener) of behavior.

2. Both present the same basic
structure, consisting of two human
organisms, whose behavior is under
control of deprivation or stimuli
presented by their verbal and non-
verbal environment.

3. Both conceptualize verbal be-
havior as occurring because of the
practical results it produces due to
the participation of a listener, de-
manding interaction between the
organisms.

4. Both identify environmental
and behavioral elements (response,
deprivation, and stimulus) that are
part of the verbal episode, as well as
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the temporal order in which they
occur.

An important difference between
Bloomfield’s act of speech and Skin-
ner’s verbal episode is in their theo-
retical conceptions of the functional
relations between the stimuli and the
responses that they control. For
Bloomfield, the relation between an-
tecedent stimuli and speech, as well as
between verbal stimuli generated by
speech and the reaction of the listener
to them, is made possible by the
mechanism of substitution, found in
the Pavlovian model of reflexes
(Skinner, 1953, p. 53). For Skinner,
the relation between speech and
environmental events characterizes
operant behavior. The antecedent
events in control of verbal behavior
are deprivation and discriminative
stimuli that control the emission,
not the elicitation, of responses.

The theoretical model—the three-
term contingency—that furnishes the
elements for Skinner’s analysis of the
verbal episode represents better than
the Pavlovian model the relations
between stimuli and responses that,
in the case of verbal behavior, do not
present the quantitative properties of
reflexes (Skinner, 1953, pp. 53–54).
By conceiving of verbal behavior as
operant behavior, Skinner (a) estab-
lishes its consequences as its most
important determinant; (b) differenti-
ates the operant and respondent (re-
flexive) effects produced by verbal
behavior in the listener (pp. 29–30);
(c) details several variables involved
in the control of verbal behavior,
allowing the explanation of very
specific characteristics of verbal be-
havior (e.g., discriminative control
explains why a set of different objects
evokes the same name in extension,
pp. 91ff, and why part of a verbal
response is under control of non-
verbal stimuli while another part falls
under the control of verbal stimuli,
pp. 185–187; generalized reinforce-
ment elucidates how the verbal com-
munity is able to establish most
verbal operants in the absence of

specific deprivation, pp. 53–54, and
shaping clarifies how the initial vo-
calizations of a child become gradu-
ally more and more similar to the
pattern demanded by the community,
pp. 59–60, 203–204). The approach is
very parsimonious in the sense that
the same concepts and mechanisms
account for both verbal and non-
verbal behavior. In brief, the three-
term contingency used by Skinner
allows him to differentiate verbal
operants, the mechanisms for estab-
lishing them, and the listener’s behav-
ior of presenting consequences for the
speaker’s verbal behavior (pp. 36–37,
56–57, 67, 85–86). It is a powerful
analytical instrument because it spe-
cifies very clearly the elements needed
to be identified and manipulated, as
well as the order in which one must
manipulate them, if one wants to
produce the speaker’s verbal behavior
and the listener’s behavior of present-
ing consequences.

Bloomfield’s Conception of Meaning

Bloomfield criticized mentalistic
conceptions of meaning as ‘‘a non-
physical process, a thought, concept,
image, feeling, act of will’’ (1933/1961,
p. 142) that happens inside the speak-
er preceding the emission of the form,
and of language as ‘‘the expression of
ideas, feelings, or volitions’’ (p. 142).
For Bloomfield, the meaning of
a statement is not contained in the
statement itself. Instead, it is con-
nected to the practical events that
precede and follow it, related both to
the speaker and to the listener:
‘‘speech-utterance, trivial and unim-
portant in itself, is important because
it has a meaning: the meaning consists
of the important things with which
the speech-utterance (B) is connected,
namely the practical events (A and
C)’’ (p. 27).

A and C refer to each aspect of the
world to which a speaker can react by
means of speech (including the stim-
uli arising from his or her own body)
as well as to the listener’s reactions to
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the speaker’s speech: ‘‘A and C make
up the world in which we live’’ (1933/
1961, p. 74). The continuum of the
world (e.g., the color spectrum seen
by physicists as a continuum scale) is
divided in different ways by different
languages in arbitrary and imprecise
ways (e.g., red, orange, yellow, etc.)
(p. 140). The meaning of a linguistic
form is arbitrarily related to it, their
linkage residing in the community’s
linguistic habits (pp. 140–141, 144–
145). The stimulus situations in
which a speaker emits the same
linguistic form (e.g., apple) share
some but not all features. The speak-
er is trained to utter this speech form
in the presence of the common
features, and these distinctive fea-
tures constitute the meaning of this
linguistic form. The other features of
the situation are its nondistinctive
features:

We must discriminate between non-distinctive
features of the situation, such as the size,
shape, color, and so on of any one particular
apple, and the distinctive, or linguistic meaning
(the semantic features) which are common to
all the situations that call forth the utterance
of the linguistic form, such as the features
which are common to all the objects of which
English-speaking people use the word apple.
(Bloomfield, 1933/1961, pp. 140–141)

Bloomfield’s physicalist conception
of meaning together with his insis-
tence on the difficulty of its scientific
study because of the complexity of A
and C (pp. 160–162, 167, 172, 208,
227, 246, 248, 266–268, 271, 276) were
frequently misunderstood as excluding
meaning from consideration (Bloom-
field, 1945/1987; Fought, 1999a, 1999b;
Hall, 1990, pp. 47–48; Hockett, 1999).
For Bloomfield, linguistic forms are
the material with which linguists
work and are identified with the aid
of meaning, although linguists do
not have a scientific method to
analyze meaning.

Skinner’s Conception of Meaning

‘‘Meaning,’’ ‘‘ideas,’’ ‘‘images,’’ ‘‘in-
formation,’’ ‘‘feelings,’’ ‘‘desires’’ (Skin-

ner, 1957, pp. 5–8) are presumed
events internal to the organism that
constitute pseudoexplanations of
verbal behavior and move the re-
searcher away from the environmen-
tal variables that are effectively re-
lated to it (pp. 7, 9–10). The
explanation of verbal behavior by
means of these ‘‘causes’’ violates the
principles required in a scientific
explanation by pointing to some-
thing that does not have physical
dimensions, as well as because of its
circularity (1953, pp. 29–31). Al-
though it is possible to redefine them
in a scientifically acceptable way,
Skinner opts for their abandonment,
given the risk that the terminology
will carry with it the old conceptions
inadequate for a scientific analysis
(1957, pp. 9–10). The ‘‘causes’’ of
verbal behavior must respect the
requirement of physicalism and be
located outside the organism, clearly
distinguishable from the behavior
that they explain. Meaning ‘‘is not
a property of behavior as such but of
the conditions under which behavior
occurs. Technically, meanings are to
be found among the independent
variables in a functional account,
rather than as properties of the
dependent variable’’ (1957, pp. 13–
14).

The variables that determine the
forms of verbal operants are the ones
that approximate traditional10 mean-
ing. With the mand, the deprivation or
the aversive stimulus and the rein-
forcement specified by the mand are
the correlates of what is often called
meaning (Skinner, 1957, pp. 43–44).
The innumerable nonverbal discrimi-

10 Skinner does not specify what were in-
cluded in the formulations he calls ‘‘tradition-
al’’ (1957, p. 3). Meaning is a term of ample
use, be it in a technical sense (as in linguistics,
philosophy, and other disciplines) or in a non-
technical sense (in the common language).
Certainly there are many differences among
the usages in different technical fields, differ-
ent authors of one same area, and common
language.
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native stimuli that can control the
tacts are closer to what is usually
considered to be the ‘‘meaning ex-
pressed by the speech form.’’ They
constitute

the whole of the physical environment—the
world of things and events which a speaker is
said to ‘‘talk about.’’ Verbal behavior under
the control of such stimuli is so important that
it is often dealt with exclusively in the study of
language and in theories of meaning. (p. 81)

The speaker’s repertoire of tacts
corresponds to the specific and arbi-
trary way that a given community
analyzes the nonverbal world. Con-
trol of the response forms by stimuli
or properties of stimuli has occurred
in a way that was not planned, and
there is no apparent logical necessity
by which some and not other stimuli
or properties of stimuli have acquired
control over the forms.

If the world could be divided into many
separate things or events and if we could set
up a separate form of verbal response for
each, the problem would be relatively simple.
But the world is not so easily analyzed, or at
least has not been so analyzed by those whose
verbal behavior we must study. In any large
verbal repertoire we find a confusing mixture
of relations between forms of response and
forms of stimuli. The problem is to find the
basic units of ‘‘correspondence.’’ (Skinner,
1957, p. 116)

The operant is always a relation
between classes of responses and
classes of stimuli or properties of
stimuli. Stimulus control presents
variations that correspond to the
variation of the occasioning stimuli,
always in some way different from
each other, because a verbal response
was reinforced in the presence of
a certain instance of a stimulus or
a property of a stimulus. Moreover,
stimuli on which reinforcement was
not contingent but that, nonetheless,
were present on the occasion of the
reinforcer can acquire control over
a tact. Thus, because different stimuli
share certain properties, a new stim-
ulus that possesses a property shared
by another stimulus in the presence

of which a response was reinforced
can show control over the response.
Skinner refers to these difficulties in
terms of imprecise stimulus control
(pp. 91ff).

The analysis of the stimuli of the
physical world made by physics does
not offer a solution for the identifi-
cation of the stimuli that control
tacts, because the properties of nature
that are relevant for the analysis
made by physics do not necessarily
have a correspondence with the
properties connected to the previous
reinforcement of tacts by the verbal
community:

The properties of nature which come to
control verbal behavior are more numerous
and complex than those covered in the
accounts provided by physics, because verbal
behavior is controlled by many temporary,
incidental, and trivial characteristics which are
ignored in a scientific analysis. (Skinner, 1957,
p. 123)

We find many similarities between
Bloomfield’s and Skinner’s concep-
tions relative to meaning:

1. Both criticize mentalistic con-
ceptions of meaning as a nonphysical
process—as ‘‘ideas,’’ ‘‘images,’’ ‘‘feel-
ings,’’ ‘‘desires’’—that would occur in
the speaker, would be expressed by
the verbal emission, and would cor-
respond with a similar process occur-
ring in the listener. These would be
circular explanations of speech.

2. Both present a physicalist con-
ception of meaning, which consists of
the antecedent and consequent events
to which speech is related.

3. Both consider these events of
the world, including sounds produced
by speech, as complex situations
whose analysis by the linguist or the
behavior analyst is very difficult.

4. Both understand that the anal-
ysis of the world made by language is
arbitrary, corresponding to the con-
ventions adopted by the verbal com-
munity, based on a partitioning of
the world that does not necessarily
coincide with the partitions made by
sciences.
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Also, we can notice how Bloom-
field’s conception of distinctive fea-
tures of meaning is similar to Skinner’s
conception of the control of behavior
by properties of the stimulus. Both of
these conceptions refer to elements
common to several situations in which
the speech form or verbal behavior
appears and how these common ele-
ments take control over the speech
form. A difference between the two
authors is that Skinner avoids using
the term meaning.

Bloomfield’s Subject Matter

For Bloomfield, linguistics does
not establish value judgments on its
subject matter; it is not the study of
correct or elegant speech, or of
literature. It also does not take
writing as its main reference (1933/
1961, pp. 21–22, 496–500). All speech
forms must be considered and are
part of the material of interest for
linguistic investigation. The study of
the speech of individuals is the way
through which the linguist investi-
gates the language of a community,
that is, the features that are common
to the speakers (pp. 22, 75). The
unique way each person uses linguis-
tic forms respects the conventions
that are effective in the group, that is,
the person’s utterances will contain
the forms and sequences of forms in
use in the verbal community (pp. 37,
75).

The linguist observes acts of speech
specifically to address Part B, the
speech itself, the product of the
linguistic substitute reaction of the
speaker that functions as the linguis-
tic substitute stimulus to which the
listener reacts (pp. 24–26). The aim is
to identify the linguistic forms with
the aid of the stimuli and reactions
that constitute meaning (pp. 26–27,
74–78). Linguistics has a methodolog-
ical assumption that is also a logical
requirement for the functioning of
language: There is stability in the
relations between linguistic forms
and meaning (pp. 144–145).

Language is a universal human
activity, realized in different ways
in different groups (1933/1961, pp.
42ff): ‘‘The particular speech-sounds
which people utter under particu-
lar stimuli, differ among different
groups of men; mankind speaks
many languages’’ (p. 29). The linguist
studies the speech habits of commu-
nities (p. 37), the languages of the
world (pp. 57ff). Although other
animals use vocal signals as humans
do, the difference between them lies in
the greater complexity of languages.
A language is a system of signaling,
consisting of several signs—linguistic
forms—by which speakers and listen-
ers interact. Linguistic forms are
combinations of units of signaling—
phonemes—that occur in each lan-
guage in limited number and combi-
nations (p. 158). The system of lin-
guistic forms is the language. The
signaling of any meaning in a lan-
guage is always made by means of
a physical signal, that is, by formal
features (lexical and grammatical): ‘‘a
language can convey only such mean-
ings as are attached to some formal
feature: the speakers can signal only
by means of signals’’ (p. 168).

The lexical and grammatical smal-
lest units of signaling to which mean-
ings are connected—the morphemes
and tagmemes, respectively (pp. 161,
166)—are the resources offered by any
language to its speakers and listeners:
‘‘The power or wealth of a language
consists of the morphemes and the
tagmemes (sentence-types, construc-
tions, and substitutions). The number
of morphemes and tagmemes in any
language runs well into the thou-
sands’’ (p. 276). The linguist assumes
that the language is a structure
(p. 281) of phonemic, lexical, and
grammatical habits:

We suppose that language consists of two
layers of habit. One layer is phonemic: the
speakers have certain habits of voicing,
tongue-movement, and so on. These habits
make up the phonetic system of the language.
The other layer consists of formal-semantic
habits: the speakers habitually utter certain
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combinations of phonemes in response to
certain types of stimuli, and respond appro-
priately when they hear these same combina-
tions. These habits make up the grammar and
lexicon of the language. (Bloomfield, 1933/
1961, pp. 364–365)

Bloomfield tried to establish a method
that allowed the identification of the
phonological, lexical and grammati-
cal units of the languages. At each of
these levels, he identifies linguistic
units of different sizes and considers
the bigger ones as combinations of
the smaller ones (pp. 128ff, 138, 264).

Skinner’s Subject Matter

Verbal behavior is a special kind of
operant behavior. Through it, ‘‘a
man acts only indirectly upon the
environment from which the ultimate
consequences of his behavior emerge.
His first effect is upon other men’’
(Skinner, 1957, p. 1). The relations
that the properties or dimensions of
nonverbal operant behavior have
with the effects it produces in the
environment are described by me-
chanical and geometrical principles,
whereas the properties or dimensions
of operant verbal behavior are re-
lated to the effects that it produces in
a listener who was conditioned by the
verbal community to be a mediator
between the verbal behavior of the
speaker and its consequence (pp. 1,
224–226). The effect achieved on the
listener depends on the form of the
verbal response, and the relation
between the conditions of emission
of any specific form and the re-
inforcement by the listener is kept
stable among the verbal community:

The ultimate explanation of any kind of verbal
behavior depends upon the action which the
listener takes with respect to it. Effective
action requires a verbal stimulus which is
‘‘intelligible’’ in the sense of loud and clear
and which stands in a reasonably stable
relation to the conditions under which it is
emitted. (Skinner, 1957, p. 314)

A functional analysis of verbal be-
havior searches for the independent
variables that control the verbal

behavior of the individual speaker
in a concrete interaction with the
listener, in a specific and known
environment, because the isolation
of verbal behavior from the situa-
tions in which it had been produced
obscures the functional relations rel-
evant for its explanation. Verbal
behavior, as speaking, writing, or
gesturing, consists of muscular re-
sponses. In the case of vocal verbal
behavior, the type most studied in
Verbal Behavior, muscular responses
produce an audible sound by means
of which verbal behavior is effective.
This sound is the datum for the
behavior analyst (pp. 14–15).

Linguistic units of several sizes—
words, roots, affixes, morphemes,
phrases, idioms, sentences—can be
studied by the behavior analyst,
because ‘‘any one of these may have
functional unity as a verbal operant’’
(Skinner, 1957, p. 21). However,
Skinner clearly states the distinctive-
ness of the behavior analyst’s ap-
proach, directed toward the analysis
of the verbal behavior of the in-
dividual speaker, whose functional
units should not be confused with the
functional units found in the prac-
tices of a verbal community (p. 21).
Verbal behavioral units are identified
by the functional relations that parts
of verbal behavior have with the
environment (pp. 13ff). The typology
of Skinner’s verbal operants is based
on the identification of the anteced-
ent conditions (deprivation, aversive
stimuli, discriminative stimuli) and of
the consequences (reinforcement, pun-
ishment, extinction) that the ver-
bal community makes contingent on
each verbal operant (pp. 28ff).

Subject matter is the issue that
most strongly distinguishes Skinner’s
functional analysis of verbal behavior
from Bloomfield’s linguistic analysis
of language. According to Bloom-
field, linguists study the speech habits
of a community (p. 29)—the lan-
guages (p. 29), the structure of pho-
nemic, lexical, and grammatical ha-
bits (p. 31)—but not the language of
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the individual (1933/1961, p. 75). The
linguist studies and describes what is
common to the verbal behavior—the
system of linguistic forms in use—by
the whole verbal community. The
objective is not to predict the verbal
behavior of any individual in partic-
ular (Bloomfield, 1933/1961, pp. 37,
75); thus, it is not centered on the
peculiarities or in the repertoire of the
speech of the individual (p. 22).
These items that lie outside the realm
of the linguist exactly constitute the
behavior analyst’s realm. Skinner
(1957) acknowledged the different
subject matter.

The ‘‘languages’’ studied by the linguist are
the reinforcing practices of verbal communi-
ties. When we say that also means in addition
or besides ‘‘in English,’’ we are not referring to
the verbal behavior of any one speaker of
English or the average performance of many
speakers, but to the conditions under which
a response is characteristically reinforced by
a verbal community. … In studying the
practices of the community rather than the
behavior of the speaker, the linguist has not
been concerned with verbal behavior in the
present sense. … A functional analysis of the
verbal community is not part of this book.
(p. 461)

Yet, a few very important similarities
are also found between the two
authors views on subject matter:

1. Verbal behavior is not different
in nature from other behavior of the

organism. What specifies verbal be-
havior is the role of the listener who
acts in a practical way.

2. Verbal behavior is learned.
What makes the speaker utter verbal
behavior and the listener react to it in
an appropriate manner is the training
provided to both by their verbal
community.

3. There is a considerable, al-
though relative, stability in the rela-
tions between forms of speech and
meaning, and this stability is a re-
quirement for the functioning of
language.

CONCLUSION

The four major characteristics of
Skinner’s thinking will guide our final
remarks.

Verbal behavior is mediated by
a listener to be effective on the
physical world. This essential part of
Skinner’s thinking leans on the same
kind of elements and distinctions
through which Bloomfield estab-
lished the basic difference between
human reactions that involve lan-
guage from ones that do not, as is
shown in Table 1. Skinner addition-
ally clarifies the critical difference
that defines the bipartition: Whereas
nonverbal responses are reinforced
according to the mechanical and
geometrical relations that their prop-

TABLE 1

Bloomfield’s and Skinner’s conception of linguistic and nonlinguistic behavior

Bloomfield Skinner

Bipartite distinction in
human behavior

Practical reaction and
linguistic substitute reaction

Nonverbal and verbal operant
behavior

Differences between
linguistic and nonlinguistic
behavior

Practical reaction directly
manipulates physical
environment; linguistic
substitute reaction does not
directly manipulate physical
environment, instead it acts
on a listener, who directly
manipulates physical
environment

Nonverbal operant behavior
acts directly on physical
environment; operant verbal
behavior acts indirectly on
physical world, by means the
mediation of a listener who
acts directly on physical
environment
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erties have with the environment,
verbal responses are reinforced
through the mediation of a listener
whose reinforcing behavior was
taught by the verbal community.

The physicalist, as opposed to the
mentalistic, conception of verbal be-
havior and meaning. The physicalist
conception of meaning is a hall-
mark of Bloomfield’s linguistics. This
equally essential aspect of Skinner’s
thinking does not represent a new
formulation of meaning; instead it
shows continuity with Bloomfield’s
tradition.

The analysis of verbal behavior as
being essentially a functional analysis,
with environmental events as the
ultimate determinants of verbal behav-
ior. Bloomfield’s critique of teleology
together with his understanding of
meaning as located in the environ-
mental events that surround speech
go in the direction of a functional
analysis of language. However, as we
saw, his objective was not an analysis
of the repertoire of the individual
speaker, but the description and
analysis of the system of linguistic
forms in a given verbal community,
made through the observation of the
situations in which the forms are
uttered and the effects they evoke in
the listener (i.e., according to func-
tional criteria).

The specification of the repertoire
of the individual speaker as a subject
matter, as well as the formulation of
theoretical and methodological in-
struments for its analysis, is original
to Skinner. The detailing of various
kinds of verbal operants, differenti-
ated by means of their elements,
together with the nature of the
functional relations involved in each
one of them, is a truly unique and
remarkable contribution by Skinner
to the field of language. There was no
previous model for them in Bloom-
field or in any other author before his
formulation.

Verbal behavior as operant behav-
ior, maintained by its consequences.
The role of the consequence in the

emission of verbal behavior was
stressed by Bloomfield, even though
the Pavlovian model that he used to
analyze behavior and conditioning
had no place for this element. It is
worth noting that the shortcomings
of this model do not interfere with his
linguistic analysis, because his objec-
tive was not to study the individual
speaker’s verbal behavior or to study
the processes that develop verbal
operants.

Skinner assigns a place for con-
sequences in his theoretical model of
the operant contingency and specifies
its relation to the other elements of
it—deprivation, antecedent stimuli,
and the verbal response itself. In
doing so, he sets the procedures to
be followed to both explain and
develop the verbal behavior of the
individual speaker.

Skinner’s contributions to the field
of language that we find to be original
in relation to those of Bloomfield’s
previous conceptions (and, it seems,
in relation to those of other authors
as well) are related to their differences
with respect to subject matter. Al-
though different, there is a strong
connection between the conceptions
of Bloomfield and Skinner. Lan-
guage, the structure of phonemic,
lexical, and grammatical habits of
a speech community as conceived by
Bloomfield, is an abstract object built
from the observations and analysis of
specific instances of speech in one
speech community. Verbal behavior
is conceived of by Skinner as operant
behavior whose reinforcement is me-
diated by a listener. Operant behavior
is also an abstraction, a scientific
construction, built from the observa-
tion of specific instances of behavior
of one speaker. The connection of
their subject matter comes from the
fact that the listener reinforces verbal
behavior according to the practices of
the verbal community, or as Bloom-
field put it, according to the structure
of phonemic, lexical, and grammati-
cal habits found in the verbal com-
munity.
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These key similarities between the
two authors could have come about
in more than one way. They could
reflect predominant diffuse concep-
tions at the time rather than any
direct influence of one author on the
other. It is possible that this is the
case for some of their similarities.
Both authors could have had one or
more common influences, making
what seems at first glance to be the
influence of one on the other to be, in
the end, a common influence exerted
by a third author on both. This could
be the case for their similar views of
science and scientific methods. It
would be interesting to investigate
to what extent certain of Bloomfield’s
and Skinner’s formulations appeared
previously in Weiss, an author who
exerted a recognized influence on
Bloomfield and who is referred to
by Skinner in Verbal Behavior (1957,
p. 101).

However, the similarities related to
properly linguistic questions can be
seen as a direct influence of Bloom-
field on Skinner. Previous works have
pointed to similarities that belong in
this category, such as Skinner’s use of
the model of analogy (Matos &
Passos, 2004), his understanding of
the phoneme and the method for the
identification of the phonemes of lan-
guages (Joseph et al., 2001, p. 110;
Matos & Passos, 2006; Passos &
Matos, 1998), the ways of recording
verbal behavior, and the conceptions
of meaning and verbal episode (Ma-
tos & Passos, 1999; Passos, 2004;
Passos & Matos, 1998). The similar-
ities in this paper that can be seen as
a direct influence are the conceptions
of meaning, the verbal episode, and
the subject matter of linguistics.

These similarities, and above all
the connection of their respective
subject matter, direct us to the theme
of interdisciplinary work on lan-
guage. Because the speaker’s behav-
ior results from the reinforcing prac-
tices of the verbal community,
linguistic analysis of these practices
is a logical and practical prerequisite

for the analysis of this behavior. In
fact, behavior analysts have been
using linguistic descriptions (from
traditional grammar or linguistics,
or both) of the practices of the verbal
community when working on their
subject matter, the repertoire of the
speaker (Matos & Passos, 2006).
Thus it is important to acknowledge
the existence of different linguistic
descriptions of different aspects of
the practices of the verbal communi-
ty, as well as different linguistic
descriptions of the same aspects of
these practices as, for example, the
descriptions of traditional grammar
and the ones of structural linguistics.
These different descriptions do not all
have the same value; some are better
or more useful for some aspects of
the verbal behavior under consider-
ation than others.

The scientific principles of Bloom-
field’s and Skinner’s analyses are very
similar, and in both cases these
analyses effectively respect their prin-
ciples. Analyses and descriptions of
the practices of verbal communities
made according to the tradition of
Bloomfield’s linguistics can be very
useful in a functional analysis of
verbal behavior.
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